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Introduction
Figuratively Speaking

rchitectural figures are charged with
the task of bringing an architectural drawing,
rendering, or model to life. But what does
this say about architecture in absence of any
discernible figure? Is architectural drawing
really so cold that its ‘life’ hangs on only by the
thread of a figure? Nevertheless, architectural
figures speak to us in ways that other elements
of a drawing cannot, or rarely ever do. This is
their charge, their vitality, their animacy; which
can turn, without moment’s notice, from the
opening of a projective narrative in the tune of
an invitation to live, to the swallowing of this
extradimensionality by the overdeterminations
of scale, proportion, and order.

5

Part I
Panels, Panes, Planes, and Plena

here is an ease with which architects
who do talk explicitly about figures (few though
they may be) will slip between figure, human
figure, and scale figure. I don’t want to assume
that architectural figures serve a completely
transparent, banal, and self-evident role in
architectural representation — the incredibly
limiting trope of human-as-scale. Instead, I
would like to try to read architectural figures
as sites of an ineliminable expression, perhaps
deliberate and perhaps unconscious, within a
given project. Watching out for figures, listening
for how they might already be speaking,
requires that we take a moment to reflect on the
life of the figure — on its various appearances
and disappearances.
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Figures run deeper than scale.

I want to suggest that the way to read them is
not as the answer to an otherwise missing scale,
but rather, as posing the question of a life — of
animacy; of the animate.
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In general, the figure supplements an
architecture proper, it is only added after
something like an objective architecture has
been established.

Figuratively, it comes from another world.
And literally, is often produced in another
medium than that in which the rest of the
architecture is thought out.
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It falls into the category of “entourage,” which
gathers up all of the things that architecture does
not quite know how to name. A word meaning
surrounding — as in, surrounding something
else, something more important.

18

19

In the late 20th century, the figure marked
a change in the economy of realism. The
presumption being, if architecture’s audiences
could buy into the representational realism
of the figure, they would also be buying into
the architectural vision, which would have a
newfound protection against charges of nonrealism.
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But the more that these figures were proliferated
and circulated, the more they came to constitute
an essential periphery of representation.
Included only as an effort to point away from
themselves, they necessarily express more than
was ever intended.
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At times, the honesty of this kind of slip can be
quite condemning.
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Seen as more than scale, the figure can operate
as a device with which to test one’s own
projective limits — the ability to see oneself, or
not.

Seen as more than scale, the figure opens up
the story of a rather troubled relation to the
strictures of measure.

Seen as more than scale, the figure remains the
question of a life.
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I want to point out that circulation is one of the
few words that architecture has for movement.
And it implicates a number of figures — we talk
about the circulation of figures through a space;
we talk about the circulation of air through
HVAC, through a plenum; and this has a strong
association with breath, with breathing —
circulation ties together the rhythm of a body in
space with the rhythm of the space of the body.

28

29

30

31

Burden,
Ernest.
Entourage: A
Tracing File.
For Architects
and Interior
Design
Drawing,
1st edition,
McGraw
Hill, 1981.

Burden,
Ernest.
Entourage: A
Tracing File.
For Architects
and Interior
Design
Drawing,
1st edition,
McGraw
Hill, 1981.

32

James Corner Field
Operations, Diller,
Scoffidio and Renfro.
The High Line: Gansevoort
St. Entrance, 2009-2014.

James Corner Field
Operations, Diller,
Scoffidio and Renfro.
The High Line: Gansevoort
St. Entrance, 2009-2014.

Giacomo Andrea
de Ferrara,
Vitruvian Man,
c. 1480.

James Corner Field
Operations, Diller,
Scoffidio and Renfro.
The High Line: Gansevoort
St. Entrance, 2009-2014.

Francesco di
Giorgio Martini,
Vitruvian Man,
c. 1470.

Leonardo da
Vinci, Vitruvian
Man, c. 1490.

Leonardo da
Vinci, Vitruvian
Man, c. 1490.

Cesare Cesariano,
Vitruvian Man,
1521.

Cesare Cesariano,
Vitruvian Man,
1521.

Cesare Cesariano,
Vitruvian Man,
1521.

Home Alone. Directed
by Chris Columbus,
Hughes Entertainment,
20th Century Fox, 1990.

33

Part II
In the Wind and Wake
of Pessimism’s Parachute

irculation ties together the rhythm of a
body in space with the rhythm of the space of
the body.
I want to think about the repetition of the
movements made by our lungs, by air through
plena, or the wind through trees, together
with a movement through space and time, and
simultaneous with the movements of the figure
in the history of its representation.
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Circling birds can be a good or a bad omen.
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A circle on a rounded cone can be the source
of a shout from a window or the rustle of
wind through a tree. For some reason, perhaps
careful, perhaps neglectul, Frank Lloyd Wright
made these acts of figural speaking into
reflections of one another.
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It’s been said that “the optimist invented the
airplane and the pessimist the parachute.”
Buckminster Fuller figured he could draw both.

46

47

Symbolically speaking, the dissembodied
hand marks a warning against abuses of
objectivity (“number, number, weight, and
measure”). Figures open up the dimension of
representational space in which this sort of
message becomes possible to register.

Vriesendorp’s disembodied hand figures-in as
that of liberty. Caught (in the act) — catching
hold, catching on, fire. According to Vitruvius,
architecture began when a strong wind lit a fire
between the trees.

I’m interested in the way that these figures
operate retroactively on the architectures that
they were represented through. Perhaps they
speak loudest in the wake of our pessimism
about these projects. They breathe not an
antiquated, but an extremely contemporary air.
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Part III
In the Pomp and Panoply
of a Future Exquisite

n 1940, George Calhoun wrote an article
on Homer, in which he argued that the omission
of “divine entourage” was a tactic used to
emphasize the realism of the human plane. He
insisted on a dimension of these stories in which
certain figures are read as part of the “pomp and
panoply” of other characters. But it is the welltimed absence of such figures that leads him
there.
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In the late 1920s, Buckminster Fuller’s drawings
were deeply concerned with the apparent
weight/wait of time. On occassion, he had
included the words: “time exquisite” or “time
exquisite light.” Annotations such as these
suggest that it was in the duration of time (“time
slow matter”) that he was trying to draw.
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Arne Jacobsen’s House of the Future implicated
its own limitations when it was signed with the
possibility of a crack in its vision.
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What but the figure can speak against the
representational terrain of a drawing?

66

67

In 2019, MOS published their Unfinished
Encyclopedia of Scale Figures without
Architecture, which collected and yet removed
a substantial assortment of figures from their
architectural contexts. No longer able to speak
to their surroundings, they begin to speak to
eachother. The pages of the Encyclopedia are so
thin that if you look closely you can see certain
figures as if prefigured to interact with one
another despite their separation by page, by
project, by time.
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Conclusion

undamentally, the architectural figure
is not merely a sign, nor is it simply a scale. It is
a question — it poses the question of a life. And
the question, put by and to architecture remains:
is anybody home?
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